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"The Last Button on Gabe's Coat":
Jim Bridger in the Southwest,

1834-1848
TIM WEHRKAMP

Osborne Russell had an eye for the quirky details of fur trade life. For
example, "poor bull" characterized the meals in his camp of trappers
on Blackfoot Creek, near Fort Hall, in the winter of 1835-1836. He
contrasted this "feast" with exalted dining company composed of such
"philosophical and independent dignitaries" as "Major, Judge, Squire,
Dollar Pike, and Cotton," presided over by wry, whimsical "Gabe" as
host and master of erstwhile ceremonies. 1
Such humor reminds us that informal sobriquets proliferated
throughout the community of trappers. The "Major" was Joe Meek,
George Ebbert answered to "Squire," "Cotton" was actually Cotton
Mansfield, and Osborne Russell went by the title of "Judge."2 Beyond
Blackfoot Creek, other traders sported equally distinctive nicknames:
Tim Wehrkamp is an archivist and historian with the National Archives and Records
Administration in Washington, D.C. He holds a doctorate in American history from the
University of Oregon and has previously published articles in the Museum of the Fur
Trade Quarterly, South Dakota History, and the New Mexico Historical Review.
1. As identified by Aubrey Haines. The sobriquets for Joe Meek and George Ebbert
remain unexplained. In 1843-1844, Osborne Russell served as a judge in the Oregon
Provisional Government, and he was known to have studied law in 1843, but his interest
may have begun much earlier. Osborne Russell's Journtil of a Trapper, ed. Aubrey L. Haines
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1955), 39-40.
2. Russell,Journal of a Trapper, ix, 39n.
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James Bridger. Photo courtesy of the
Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka, Kansas.

Thomas "Broken Hand," "White Hair" Fitzpatrick;3 Moses "Black" Harris;4 Robert "Doc" Newell;5 John "White Headed Eagle" McLoughlin;6
and, of course, Christopher "Kit" Carson. 7 Even though such adopted
titles fill fur trade literature, neither contemporaries nor historians have
satisfactorily answered the question "what's in a name?"
3. Thomas Fitzpatrick probably earned the nickname as a result of having shot
himself through the wrist while fighting Blackfeet Indians on the Yellowstone River in
1835, although "substantiation" is lacking. "White Hair" reflected the premature graying
of Fitzpatrick's hair. This reportedly occurred after he survived an extended, nervewracking flight from Gros Ventres Indians west of South Pass in 1832. LeRoy R. and
Ann W. Hafen, "Thomas Fitzpatrick" in LeRoy R. Hafen, ed., The Mountain Men and the
Fur Trade of the Far West (10 vols., Glendale, California: Arthur H. Clark, 1965-:1972), 7:
87n, 92-93.
4. Jerome Peltier indicates that the name "Black" was "probably" given to Harris
"because of the dark hue of his skin, as explained by Alfred Jacob Miller in connection
with a sketch of Harris." See his "Moses 'Black' Harris" in Hafen, ed., The Mountain Men
4: 103n.
5. "It is said" that Robert Newell became "Doc" in the mountains as a result of his
skills in minor surgery and his "knowledge of Simple remedies for afflictions of man
and beast." Robert Newell, Robert Newell's Memoranda: Travels in the Teritory of Missourie;
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Jim "Old Gabe" Bridger illustrates the appeal and mystery behind
these character-defining nicknames. Tall, understated, perhaps even
shy as a youth, Bridger was born in Virginia in 1804. He was orphaned
at the age of thirteen and spent five years as a blacksmith's apprentice
in St. Louis. In 1822, he enlisted with William Ashley and Andrew
Henry's first expedition up the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers. Thereafter, prior to 1837, Bridger participated in many significant events and
discoveries west of the Mississippi. In 1823, young Bridger and John
Fitzgerald comforted and then abandoned the severely mauled and
legendary Hugh Glass on the Grand River in South Dakota. Next, Jim
served with an Ashley trapping party that John H. Weber led into
northern Utah in 1824 and thereby became one of the first explorers
of European descent to see the Great Salt Lake. Between 1826 and 1838,
Bridger directed several trapping brigades throughout the American
West, discovering critical passes, rivers, and overland routes. In 1830,
Jim, Thomas Fitzpatrick, William Sublette, Henry Fraeb, and Baptiste
Gervais united to form the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, a formidable
economic concern in the Northern Plains and Rockies until its demise
in 1834. 8
It is easy to picture Bridger in 1837: tall and laconic; a wiry brigade
leader of proven worth; a man respected as "Casapy," or "Blanket
Chief" amongst the Crows. 9 One scholar, Cecil Alter, believes that,
Travle to the Kayuse War; together with A Report on the Indians South of the Columbia River,
ed. Dorothy O. Johansen (Portland, Oregon: Champoeg Press, 1959), 9.
6. Biographical sketches usually confirm the title, without explanation. John McLoughlin was about six feet tall, prematurely gray, "inclined to weight," and not disposed
to suffer fools. In 1834, he caned the Reverend Herbert Beaver at Fort Vancouver after
the chaplain had condemned as sinful arrangements the mixed, common-law marriages
typical of that place. McLoughlin was married to an Indian woman. Regrettably, caning
has not survived into the twentieth century. Dorothy O. Johansen and Charles M. Gates,
Empire of the Columbia: A History of the Pacific Northwest (New York: Harper and Row,
1957), 150, 207.
7. Carson's title also remains unexplained.
8. The best short sketch of Bridger's life is Cornelius Ismert, "James Bridger," in
Hafen, ed., The Mountain Men, 6: 85-104. J. Cecil Alter's Jim Bridger (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1962) is still the standard biography.
9. For the physical and personal characteristics, see Alter, Jim Bridger,S, 267-68;
and John R. Young, "Reminiscences of John R. Young-Jim Bridger," ed. John A. Young,
Utah Historical Quarterly 3 (July 1930), 84. Meek is one source of "Casapy" references.
See Frances Fuller Victor, The River of the West (Hartford, Connecticut: Columbian Book,
1870), 190. Finn Burnett explains the origins of the title "Blanket Chief" (his "Kash-shapuce") in Robert Beebe David, Finn Burnett, Frontiersman (Glendale, California: Arthur
H. Clark, 1937), 62.
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around 1829, the biblically inspired Jedediah Smith christened Jim "Old
Gabe." Smith's nickname for Bridger may have been an acknowledgment of the leadership qualities that, as trusted lieutenant, he shared
in common with the angel Gabriel, that other notable second in command. Logical as this explanation seems, Alter's contention is nonetheless uncertain. 10
In fact, a less trustworthy side to Jim Bridger has encouraged
historians to regard his testimony with skepticism. That questionable
part of Bridger's character is deceptively camouflaged by the riveting
expressions and engaging eyes that characterize surviving Bridger portraits. ll "1 never saw him laugh," one frontiersman observed, "yet he
loved humor and fun. "12 Over the years, Jim would pour forth a wealth
of information on the West's natural phenomenon, wrapped in long,
straight-faced yarns about petrified gravity, magnifying mountains,
gem-bearing trees, delayed action echoes, and buttes that grew from
common stones. 13 On one occasion, he entertained a gullible British
officer with a drawn out campfire saga of a battle that he had fought
with a group of Indians-a fight in which, Jim swore, he had been
killed. 14 Fur trade historian Hiram Chittenden learned of these stories
well after Bridger had polished them to refinement. Chittenden probably spoke for many colleagues when he wrote "he is to be pitied who
feels an unseemly anxiety for the basic facts [of these stories] as would
rob them of a single increment which the rolling years have given
them.,,15
10. Verification is difficult. According to Alter, Meek's "dictated recollections" imply
that Jim became "Old Gabe" around 1829. Jedediah Smith's account, as Meek allegedly
recalled it, does not appear in Mrs. Victor's River of the West. Alter, Jim Bridger, 110.
lL Good examples appear in Howard R. Lamar, ed., The Reader's Encyclopedia of the
American West (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1977), 122; and in John D. Unruh, Jr., The
Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-1860 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1979), 249.
12. Young, "Reminiscences of John R. Young," 84.
13. There are many variants of these stories. A good catalogue of Bridger lore can
be found in the opening chapter of Levette J. Davidson and Forrester Blake, eds., Rocky
Mountain Tales (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1947). Alter, Jim Bridger, 28687, catalogues other yarns, including the one about petrified flora bearing precious gems
as fruit in Yellowstone. Hiram Martin Chittenden recorded Bridger's account of Yellowstone's magnifying obsidian cliff, along with many previously cited examples of Jim's
imagination in his The Yellowstone National Park: Historical and Des~riptive (Cincinnati:
Robert Clarke, 1895), 54-57.
14. Anson Mills apparently witnessed this farce in 1865. See Ismert, "Jim Bridger,"
99-100.
15. Verne Bright, "Black Harris, Mountain Man, Teller of Tales," Oregon Historical
Quarterly 52 (March 1951), 3-20, 5 (quotation).
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Scholars, then, have often dismissed many of Bridger's comments
as tainted testimony. Furthermore, the "yarns" are less plentiful than
are the more reliable historical accounts covering Bridger's career prior
to 1837. After that date, and through the Mexican War, the historical
sources on Bridger's life are less abundant. Consequently, Jim's "stories" (and stories about him), along with reasoned speculation, become
more important in reconstructing his life after the decline of the fur
trade. 16
Some facts are clear. After 1838, Bridger did align himself with the
American Fur Company as one means of carrying on the trapper's
life. I? It is also certain that he and Louis Vasquez constructed a series
of forts on Green River tributaries between 1841 and 1843. 18 The last
post, situated near the Oregon Trail, on Black's Fork, was the permanent Fort Bridger. American Fur Company records further reveal
that Bridger led a trapping and trading party to California in the fall
of 1844, a group that returned to Fort Laramie on September 2, 1845. 19
16. After 1848, Bridger spent much of his time as a guide for various civilian and
military exploring expeditions. In 1850, he helped Captain Howard Stansbury locate a
more direct route from Fort Bridger to the South Platte River. Three years later, Jim
guided British sportsman Sir George Gore throughout the Rocky Mountains. Colonel
Albert Sydney Johnston utilized Jim's services for his Utah Expedition of 1857, and
Bridger joined Captain William F. Raynolds as guide for a military survey of the Yellowstone and Missouri headwaters in 1859. Two years later, Captain E. L. Berthoud employed Jim as a scout in locating a road between Denver and Salt Lake City by way of
Berthoud Pass. Between 1865 and 1868, Bridger concluded his career in the Far West
with service as guide and scout for various military expeditions operating along the
Bozeman Trail and in the Powder River Country. During his active career, he was married
to three Indian women: from 1835 to 1846 to Cora, daughter of the Flathead Chief Insala;
from 1848 to 1849 to a Ute woman; and in 1850 to a daughter of Shoshone Chief Washakie.
These unions probably inspired jim to a greater sympathy for Indian culture than was
common among frontiersmen. In 1851, Bridger assisted the negotiations of tribal boundaries between the Shoshones and other Indian groups at Fort Laramie. Two years later,
the Mormons, who suspected Jim of supplying Indian marauders with guns and ammunition, forced him to abandon Fort Bridger. Bridger retired to his farm in Westport,
Missouri, in 1868. Until his death, on July 17, 1881, he attempted to gain compensation
from the federal government for an unfulfilled lease of Fort Bridger in 1857. That matter
was finally settled by Bridger's estate in 1890. Ismert, "Jim Bridger," 94-104.
17. Ibid., 91-94.
18. Henry Fraeb and Joseph R. Walker might also have been involved in the initial
planning discussions, which began perhaps as early as 1839. Fred R. Gowans and Eugene
C. Campbell, Fort Bridger: IsLand in the WiLderness (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University
Press, 1975), 2 (map), 8-13.
19. Bridger apparently had planned this trip around December 1843. See Bridger
to P. Chouteau and Company, December 10, 1843, in Alter, Jim Bridger, 208-10, 214-15.
The most frequently cited source for information on this expedition is a letter from A.
R. Bouis, Fort Pierre, to Pierre Chouteau, Jr., and Co., September 17, 1845, in "Fort
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Later that fall, he escorted Lansford Hastings from Fort Laramie to
Fort Bridger. 20 In 1849, Jim added to his career as guide by showing
Howard Stansbury a shorter way to the Great Salt Lake. 21
Generally, Fort Bridger served as a base for Jim's activities after
1837. From there, he filled the needs of Pacific Coast immigrants. Bridger
also ran a small-scale trapping and trading operation for the American
Fur Company from his Black's Fork post. Furthermore, he used the
fort as a departure point for several brigades that he led throughout
the West, including the previously mentioned California expedition of
1844-45. 22
Some evidence suggests that Bridger constructed his fort primarily
as a base camp for revitalized trapping and trading operations in the
Southwest. 23 In other words, he initially viewed trade with the overland
immigrants and his alliance with the American Fur Company as secondary enterprises. Most would agree that the American Fur Company
never played a large role in Jim's business activities. 24 In addition,
Tecumseh and Fort Pierre Journals and Letter Books," abstracted by Charles Edmund
Deland, notes by Doane Robinson, South Dakota Historical Collections 9 (1918): 209-10.
See also Dale Morgan, ed., Overland in 1846: Diaries and Letters of the California-Oregon
Trail (2 vols., Georgetown, California: Talisman Press, 1963), 1: 30, 31n. James Clyman
noted Bridger's departure in James Clyman, American Frontiersman, 1792-1881: The Adventures of a Trapper and Covered-Wagon Emigrant as Told in His Own Reminiscences and Diaries,
ed. Charles L. Camp (San Francisco: California Historical Society, 1928), 94.
20. Morgan, Overland in 1846, 1: 30, 31n.
21. Howard Stansbury, An Expedition to the Valley of the Great Salt Lake of Utah ...
(Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1852), 74-76.
22. Bridger to P. Chouteau and Company, December 10, 1843, quoted in Alter, Jim
Bridger, 209-10; Paul Chrisler Phillips, The Fur Trade (2 vols., Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1961),2: 528, 546-47, 555; Gowans and Campbell, Fort Bridger, 10-13;
Robert S. Ellison, Fort Bridger, Wyoming: A Brief History (Casper: The Historic Landmark
Commission of Wyoming, 1931), 10-13.
23. Bridger's own testimony seems to support this view. In 1878, Jim recalled that
he was engaged in the fur trade between 1840 and 1844 and that there were "a large
number of men and trappers in his empJoy." Bridger said that he had constructed his
fort as a "general depot for storing his furs and peltry." The post also allowed Jim to
conduct "a general trading business with trappers and Indians and in after years, during
the emigration to Oregon and California, with emigrants' by the overland route ..."
"Affidavit of James Bridger, Jackson County, Missouri, March 1, 1878," iv,S; in File:
"Bridger, James"; Box 7 of Accompanying Papers (HR 46A-Dl); 46th Congress; Records
of the House of Representatives, Record Group 233; National Archives, Washington,
D.C. (hereafter "Affidavit of James Bridger, March 1, 1878"). Chittenden mentions this
"Southwestern strategy" in his Yellcrwstone National Park, 51. Phillips gives it fuller voice
in The Fur Trade, 2: 528, 546-47.
24. In part because the American Fur Company was never popular among the
dwindling ranks of free trappers. Because of this unpopUlarity, Bridger found it difficult
to recruit men for company-backed brigades. Ibid., 2: 528, 546-47.
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Bridger, Louis Vasquez, and Henry Fraeb planned Fort Bridger between 1839 and 1841, well before a profitable immigrant trade emerged. 25
Moreover, Jim was no stranger to the Southwest. William Drummond Stewart says that he accompanied Bridger to!he mountains west
of Taos in 1834,26 and nine years later, Jim reportedly led a good-sized
trapping brigade throughout the West as far south as Chihuahua. 27
Perhaps trapping was only one of the objectives. In 1890, Jim's estate
lawyer claimed that Bridger had secured a 5,OOO-acre grant to colonize
the area around Fort Bridger, presumed to be on Mexican soiJ.28
Why the Southwest? Circumstances probably would dictate that
choice. Above all, Bridger loved life in the mountains. But in 1837, the
fur trade had nearly collapsed because of falling beaver prices and
over-trapping. 29 Furthermore, two economic empires virtually con25. Bridger and Vasquez could not have placed all their hopes on the immigrant
trade when they began to plan Fort Bridger in 1839. According to John Unruh, overland
immigration to Oregon and California totalled 13 in 1840; 58 in 1841; and 125 in 1842.
Not until the next year would these numbers approach 1,000. Unruh, Jr., The Plains
Across, 119 (Table 1).
26. William Drummond Stewart, Edward Warren, ed. Bart Barbour (Missoula, Montana: Mountain Press Publishing, 1986), 429n; Bernard DeVoto, Across the Wide Missouri
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1964), 404n.
27. Chittenden, Yellowstone National Park, 51; Phillips, The Fur Trade, 2: 528, 546-47,
555. Bridger told John W. Gunnison that he had traveled extensively through the region
"west of the Del Norte [Rio Grandel and north of the Gila River." Gunnison noted Jim's
descriptions of "gigantic ruins of masonry," where "trees have grown over the destroyed
towns, and fruits and nuts load their branches...." J. W. Gunnison, The Mormons, or
Latter-day Saints, in the Valley of the Great Salt Lake (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott and Co.,
1856), 151-52.
28. Fort Bridger was situated south of the 42nd parallel. This line was one of many
discussed and debated northern boundaries separating Spanish-later Mexican-and
American territory. Phillips, The Fur Trade, 2: 546n. Bridger's estate lawyer, Charles M.
Carter, claimed that Jim's grant had been authorized by the governor of Chihuahua in
1843, but he produced no written evidence of this assertion. "Relief of Legal Representatives of James Bridger," U.S., 52nd Congress, 1st Session, 1890, Senate Report No. 625
[Serial 29131, 20. Jim offered another version. In 1878, he recalled a'meeting with Governor "Andreas Pico" (i.e. Pio Pico) of California, while visiting Los Angeles in January
1846. According to Bridger, the governor "authorized him to take possession of fifty
square miles in green river valley," with the understanding that Jim would settle fifty
American families on that tract. Because of war with Mexico, this "grant from the Mexican
federal Government could not be ratified." "Affidavit of James Bridger, March I, 1878,"
. v. During the 184Os, the Mexican government did open "unprecedented amounts of
public land to private development" on the northern frontier under terms similar to
those that Bridger cited. In such a receptive environment, Jim may very well have secured
an agreement, encouragement, or understanding from officials of both Chihuahua and
California. David J. Weber, The Mexican Frontier, 1821-1846: The American Southwest Under
Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982), 182-83, 190-92.
29. FaIling prices reflected a fashion change in the European markets. Prior to the
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James Neall, c. 1890. From James
Neall, A Down Easter in the Far West:
The Reminiscences of James Neall in
Oregon & California, 1845-50, eds.
Martin Schmitt and K. Keith Richard (Ashland: Oregon Book Society,
1977).

trolled the remaining fur resources in the American West: the American
Fur Company, along the Missouri drainage; and the Hudson's Bay
Company, throughout the Columbia and Snake River waterways.30
That left Mexican Territory-Utah, Nevada, California, Arizona, and
New Mexico. With (or without) authorization from officials in Santa
Fe and Monterey, trapping and trading could be continued in that realm
of the frontier. 31
Whether "Old Gabe" prowled the Southwest in the 1840s is still a
matter of speculation,32 but to James Neall,there was no doubt. He had
mid-1830s, men's hats were made of beaver felt; after that, manufacturers turned to silk.
Russell, [oumal of a Trapper, vii.
30. David J. Wishart, The Fur Trade of the American West, 1807-1840: A Geographical
Synthesis (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979), 148-52, 161-66.
31. Authorization in the form of licenses and less formal arrangements is discussed
in Weber, The Taos Trappers: The Fur Trade in the Far Southwest, 1540-1846 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971). Joseph Rutherford Walker made several trips to California and the Southwest after 1835 for the purpose of trading horses, abalone shells,
and other items. He also carried on an extensive trade with his wife's people, the
Shoshone Indians. His success in these ventures was probably not lost upon Bridger.
See Bil Gilbert, Westering Man: The Life of Joseph Walker (New York: Atheneum, 1983), 15373.
32, Alter, for example, argued that Bridger's knowledge of the Gila River country
and southern California was "undoubtedly Hearsay." In addition, Bancroft dismissed
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"spent many happy hours" listening to several of Bridger's mountain
associates as they related "their thrilling adventures by flood and field."33
Neall had wandered far afield to hear these stories. Born to a stern
Quaker family in North Berwick, Maine, on June 7, 1820, he grew up
in Amesbury, Massachusetts, with his equally devout grandparents.
At eighteen, he escaped the rigorous realities of religiously inspired
New England farm life to launch a business career in Philadelphia,
where he clerked until 1842, before going to work for George T. Brown
as a wholesale commission merchant. In common with many before
and since, he longed for a place where there was "no tailor or bootmaker
or board or working bells, [where he was] free to go and come whenever
fancy listed, the equal of any, no Sabbath breaking laws or tramals of
civilization that had bore on ... [him] so heavily in life."34
In December 1844, Neall began pursuit of his dream. Traveling to
New York, he arranged ship passage to Oregon, by way of Valparaiso,
Callao, and the Sandwich Islands. He financed part of this passage by
selling goods for the firm of B. N. Barton along the way. In Valparaiso,
while sampling the un-Quakerlike pleasures of such places, Neall began to meet acquaintances of Jim Bridger. Similar experiences would
continue after his arrival at Oregon City, in November 1845. For the
next two and one half years, he resided among a number of the extrappers settled on the Tualatin Plains. Neall learned quickly that "it
was always encouraging to these old fellows to have a good listener,"
for their "hair breadth ['scapes] and thrilling adventures lived over
again in the quiet of the chimney corner. . . ." "I was in clover," he
would recall later. 35
Neall's quiet idyll in "Rocky Mountain Retreat" gave way to a more
prosaic existence. In the winter of 1845-46, he established a land claim
of 640 acres on the Luckiamute River, and what began as a "rude log
cabin life, with no cares, troubles, or annoyances" gradually disintegrated into concerns about the need to "procure means to further our
improvement."36 To finance Eden, Neall returned overland to PhilaJim's alleged Mexican land grant with the statement that "there were no Spanish grants
in that region." Alter, Jim Bridger, 214-15; Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Nevada,
Colorado, and Wyoming, 1540-1888 (San Francisco: The History Company, 1890), 684n.
33. James' Neall, A Down Easter in the Far West: The Reminiscences of James Neall in
Oregon & California 1845-50, eds. Martin Schmitt and K. Keith Richard (Ashland: Oregon
Book Society, 1977), 33.
34. Neall, A Down Easter in the Far West, iii-iv, 3-,5, 51-52.
35. Ibid., 7-36, 36-37 (quotation).
36. James Neall traveled to his claim near .what is now Falls' City, Polk County,
Oregon, with Osborne Russell---ex-mountain man, ex-judge, former executive officer of

174

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

APRIL 1991

delphia late in 1848. Thereafter, his purpose gradually changed. In
January 1849, he secured financial backing from Edward M. Davis of
Philadelphia for a retail and wholesale venture in San Francisco. For
the next three years, Neall traveled the seas between those two places
and Oregon, in pursuit of various business matters. Then, on December
8, 1852, James married Hannah Lloyd, a Quaker, in Philadelphia. A
year later the NealIs traveled to San Francisco, where they started their
family, consisting of Maybelle Elizabeth (b. 1854), and James F. (b.
1856).37
Thereafter, success eluded Neall. Between 1855 and 1860, he lost
about $150,000 in various ventures. In 1860, the family moved to Auburn, California, so that James could oversee his controlling financial
interest in the Bear River Water and Mining Company. That concern
failed, too, and the NealIs returned permanently to San Francisco in
1869. For the next ten years, Neall worked variously as a bill collector,
clerk, and estate closer, earning minimal salaries. 38
Perhaps writing became an escape. Or, maybe Hannah inspired
James with her own poems and short stories published in Overland
Monthly and Hesperian. Possibly a "relish in the memory" of life in
Oregon encouraged James to recreate happier times. Whatever the
cause, Neall began to compose essays in 1878. In that year, he honored
Hubert Howe Bancroft's request to write two accounts of life in San
Francisco between 1849 and 1851. Then followed letters to newspapers,
such as the Alta California, along with short pieces on his Oregon and
California years. 39
Neall may have written "The Last Button on Gabe's Coat" before
1888, the year in which he finished his extended reminiscence. 4O "The
Last Button," reproduced below, is unique in two respects. First, it
offers that unusual conteI11porary eyewitness account of how Jim Bridger
the Oregon Provisional Government, and fellow"down-easter." The two men developed
a friendship while residing on the Tualatin Plains with another former trapper, Thomas
Newbanks. Russell also had a claim of 640 acres near Falls City. He and Neall shared a
cabin on Russell's land from the spring of 1846 until April 1848. Neall, A Down Easter
in the Far West, 39-43, 54-63; Russell, Journal of a Trapper, xi-xii.
37. Neall, A Down Easter in the Far West, iv, 66-130.
38. Ibid., iv-v.
39. Hannah Bridger, in tum, might have drawn inspiration from John Greenleaf
Whittier-a close friend. She also organized the first known Friends meeting on the
Pacific Coast, in San Francisco, on July 17, 1859. Ibid., iv.
40. Neall's autobiography was published eighty-nine years later as A Down Easter
in the Far West. He wrote the work mainly for the pleasure of his niece, Abigail Tredick, .
of Germantown, Pennsylvania, "the only relative to express an interest in his career."
Ibid., v-vi.
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earned the nickname "Old Gabe," an explanation that is suggestive,
though inconclusive. Second, Neall's essay explores the genesis of a
rare gambling phrase that, in turn, implies that Jim visited Mexican
Territory regularly in the 1840s. This information, of course, reinforces
the notion that Bridger's career in the Southwest was more extensive
than previous biographers have shown. Neall may even have published
"The Last Button" prior to his death on May 28, 1903. If so, the outlet
remains unidentified.
After his death, Neall's papers passed through the family to his
granddaughter, Marie Valentine Denervaud Dun. Upon her death in
1973, the family donated these documents to the University of Oregon
Library.41 An original four-page manuscript copy of "The Last Button
on Gabe's Coat" essay, in James Neall's hand, forms part of the Neall
Papers in the Dun Collection. The manuscript essay illustrates the
verbose prose style of many frontiersmen. Neall rarely described something in ten words when fifty would do. Nor did he differentiate consistently between such "thought arresters" as commas, periods, and
semicolons. In addition, he freely capitalized words, titles, and expressions. Occasionally, I have used a period to mark a logical break in
one of Neall's endless strings of thought. I have also employed textual
brackets to identify and set aside editorial interpretations and explanations. Otherwise, I have preserved Neall's style and grammar in my
transcription of "The Last Button on Gabe's Coat."
The editor gratefully acknowledges the advice, cooperation, and
support of Mrs. William J. Wolf, Neall's great-granddaughter, and Hilary Cummings, former curator of manuscripts, Special Collections,
University of Oregon Library.

"The Last Button on Gabe's Coat"
[by James Neall]
The above is a remark often heard by the Sporting fraternity as
one 'puts up' his last piece ina game of Chance and it is probable there
are but very few living who know the Origin of it;. how I came to
Master its history is a little Curious. In 1844 or 5 on my way to Oregon
41. Ibid., vi-vii.
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by the Barque Toulon 42 around Cape Horn, we put in to Valparaiso
S. AY for Supplies; stopping at the "0 hotel de Chili" Kept by Pollard
Townsend. 44 I was one evening invited by Pollard to join him and some
Naval officers in a little quiet game of "Draw"; About the close of the
sitting Pollard put up his last "Ante," saying 'here goes the last button
on "'Gabe's Coat." The expression was new and I remembered it.
Arriving in Oregon in Novr 1845 I went out to The Tualatin Plains 45

42. The Toulon, Captain Nathaniel V. Crosby commanding, anchored at Oregon
City, in November 1845. Until at least 1849, the Toulon made several cargo runs between
Oregon, San Francisco, and Hawaii. Ibid., 12,27-29; Sarah Fisher Henderson et aI., eds.,
"Correspondence of the Reverend Ezra Fisher, Pioneer Missionary of the American
Baptist Home Mission Society in Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and Oregon," Oregon Historical
Quarterly, 16 (September 1915), 289n; E. W. Wright, ed., Lewis and Dryden's Marine History
of the Pacific Northwest (Portland, Oregon: Lewis and Dryden Printing, 1895), 22.
43. Valparaiso, Chile, was a "social, hospitable, polite" stop on the sea voyage
between East and West Coast ports. For ships' captains, the port offered opportunities
to replenish supplies and sell goods. For passengers, it broke the tedium of a long sea
voyage. After 1848, Valparaiso also became known for its bordellos, grog shops, and
gambling dens. Paul G. Merriam, "Riding the Wind: Cape Horn Passage to Oregon,
1840s-1850s," Oregon Historical Quarterly 77 (March 1976), 56; Oscar Lewis, Sea Routes to
the Gold Fields: The Migration By Water To California in 1849-1852 (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1949), 147-49.
.
44. This is actually two different people: Aaron Pollard and, perhaps, Alfred A.
Townsend. Pollard was a resident of San Francisco in January 1849. He ran his own
auction and commission house for at least a few years in the 1850s and apparently
remained in San Francisco until August 1855. For most other times, his whereabouts
are a mystery. He may have been the "A. Pollard" mentioned as co-owner, with J. R.
Beard in 1859, of the Orleans Hotel in Sacramento. Frank Soule et aI., The Annals of San
Francisco, Together with the Continuation, Through 1855 (Palo Alto, California: Lewis Osborne, 1966), 822; "Continuation of the Annals of San Francisco, June 5 to August 12,
1855," California Historical Society Quarterly 15 (December 1936),376; Neall, A Down Easter
in the Far West, 15n; Charles E. DeLong, '''California's Bantam Cock' The Journals of
Charles E. DeLong, 1854-1863," ed. Carl I. Wheat, California Historical Society Quarterly
10 (March 1931), 40, 61n. Townsend is more obscure. In March 1847, Alfred A. Townsend
carried letters from Faxon Dean Atherton, of Valparaiso, to American consul Thomas
Larkin, at Monterey, California. Apparently, Townsend stayed in Monterey until 1848,
operating the "firm Townsend and Robinson, bakers and saloonkeepers." After tnat, he
"went to the mines." It is tempting to believe that he was the "Captain A. A. Townsend"
who founded the California mining town of Rough and Ready in the autumn of 1849.
Faxon Dean Atherton to Thomas Oliver Larkin, March 31, 1847, in Thomas Oliver Larkin,

The Larkin Papers: Personal, Business, and Official Correspondence of Thomas Oliver Larkin.
Merchant and United States Consul in California, ed. George P. Hammond (10 vols., Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1951-1964),6: 79; Hubert Howe Bancroft, California Pioneer
Register and Index, 1542-1848 ... (Baltimore: Regional Publishing, 1964), 359; Neall, A
Dawn Easter in the Far West, 15, 15n.
45. In 1840, the Tualatin Plains of western Oregon lured a handful of mountain
trappers to settle. By 1843, the rolls of "Rocky Mountain Retreat" included Joseph Gale,
Caleb Wilkins, Robert Newell, Osborne Russell, Joe Meek, Elbridge Trask, and George
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to winter, with an old Mountaineer & Rocky Mountain Trapper Thomas
Newbanks. 46 Through him I made the acquaintance of many of his old
associates; many an evening was spent in listening to their hair breadth
['scapes] by flood and field. They loved to live over again the exciting
scenes they had passed thru, more wonderful and romantic than those
of many a work of Fiction. In the course of one of these recitals the
expression "the last button on Gabe's Coat" fell..:...-Whereupon the
memory of Valparaiso and .Pollard flashed instantly upon my recollection and I asked for enlightenment, as I had heard it used before;
thereupon I was informed that Old Jim Bridger, for many years American Lord of the Rocky Mountains, whose Castle was Fort Bridger, was
accustomed to start out with his band of trappers for the haunts of the
Beaver and other fur bearing animals at long distances from the Fort,
at the proper season for the game, he in Command of the party gave
the time or order to "camp" and also to take up the line of march as a
Signal for "Striking Camp," he carried a french horn thru wh,ich he
sounded hi's order. This led to the remark, 'theres Gabe's Horn" in
allusion to the angel Gabriel, he was dubbed "Old Gabe." Returning
to the fort at the end of the hunting season and laying in a good supply
of buffalos meat for the long and vigorous approaching winter, Bridger
would go with a portion of his Companions into the more genial climate
of New Mexico to spend the winter, and enjoy themselves, with song
and dance & wine (aguadienteW and so dissipate the proceeds of the
hunt. 48
Ebbert. In general, the trappers viewed Oregon as more tolerant of their ways--specifically mixed marriages--than the eastern settlements. For a while, it was. See the following articles: Harvey E. Tobie, "Joseph L. Meek," 1: 328; "Caleb Wilkins," 3: 388-90;
"George Wood Ebbert," 4: 86-87; Kenneth Holmes, "Joseph Gale," 7: 110-11; Hafen,
ed., Mountain Men; see also Robert Newell, Robert Newell's Memoranda, 81.
46. Neall described Newbanks as a "nervous old man" of about sixty years of age,
in 1845. "Uncle Tom," as Neall referred to him, apparently was born in Virginia and
claimed to have trapped for "mimy years" in the Rocky Mountains. He had resided on
the Tualatin Plains since at least 1844, with his Shoshone (Snake) Indian wife, Mary.
Neall, A Down Easter in the Far West, 32-33; Leslie M. Scott, "First Taxpayers In Oregon,
1844," Oregon HistoricaL QuarterLy 31 (March 1930), 19.
47. There were two kinds of aguardiente. One version was made from grapes and
bore a strong resemblance to brandy. In New Mexico, this drink was known as "pass
whiskey," presumably because it was manufactured in El Paso. The other beverage was
apparently mezeal, a potent liquor derived from the bulb or root of the maguay. This
liquor was more popular-and probably more fun-than the brandy. James Josiah Webb,
Adventures in the Santa Fe Trade 1844-1847, ed.Ralph P. Bieber (Glendale, California:
Arthur·H. Clark, 1931), 119-20n.
48. Bridger spent little time at his fort. Business, in the form of trapping, trading,
and guiding, frequently kept him in the field. And then there was Santa Fe. That city,
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It was Bridgers Custom when he· had exchanged his peItries for
Mexican Doubloons,49 was to cover them with buckskin and adorn his
skin coat with these as buttons. When indulging in the game of Monte, 50
he would quietly cut off a button, and with the change pursue his luck.
The betting was not heavy, and with varying luck time would pass
on, button by button periodically disappearing; his Companions Knew
that when Jim got 'broke' the order would be given to return to the
Mountains, which order they would fain have delayed as long as possible, and so those who were in the secret, watched the dissapearance
of the buttons with great interest, and when it came to the last one,
they dispairingly would say "there goes the last button on Gabe's
Coat"!!51 Warning them that the time of return to the Fort was at hand
[two lines missing in manuscript]
Meeting Pollard in San Francisco in 1849 and after congratulations
almost the first thing I asked him how in the world he came by that
phrase of "the last button on Gabe's Coat."
"Oh'said he "I got that when I was in the Rocky Mountains, with
Old Jim Bridger"[.]
and Taos, had long been favorite mountain man haunts. It is not hard to imagine Jim's
choice of winter in New Mexico over the cold, wind-swept plains of Black's Fork. lsmert,
"Jim Bridger," 94-95; Weber, The Taos Trappers, 1-11; Harvey Fergusson, Wolf Song (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1927).
49. A gold Mexican coin worth from sixteen to twenty dollars in 1839. Josiah Gregg,
Commerce of the Prairies, ed. Max L. Moorhead (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1954), 298.
50. By the 1840s, gambling had evolved into a lucrative, illegal business in Santa
Fe. Fines levied on such juegos prohibidos as monte were evolving into something like a
critical source of municipal revenue. Consequently, the games were tolerated. Monte
was a Spanish export, played with a deck of forty cards, with suits of clubs, swords,
suns, and cups, numbered ace to seven, plus jack, horse, and king. The player won if
a card in his layout matched a "gate" card turned by the dealer. This rarely happened,
of course, thanks to "wax and Sand paper." Janet Lecompte, "La Tules and the Americans," Arizona and the West 20 (Autumn 1978), 218, 221-30; Robert K. DeArment, Knights
of the Green Cloth: The Saga of the Frontier Gamblers (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1982), 227, 231, 395-96n; John E. Sunder, ed., Matt Field on the Santa Fe Trail
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960), 209n; Timothy Lee Wehrkamp, "Edward
Chambreau: His Autobiography" (doctoral dissertation, University of Oregon, 1976),
326.
51. This phrase might have been lost had Neall not recorded it. If Pollard, Townsend,
and Neall carried "the last button" to California, no contemporary chronicler recalled
having heard it at the gaming tables. Fur trapper turned "sport" Edward Chambreau
lived in Oregon shortly after Neall arrived there. Chambreau probably knew several of
the Tualatin Plains trappers. Nonetheless, his encyclopedic recall of gambling lore, personalities, and paraphernalia does not include any reference to "the last button," which
is not surprising since such phrases often enjoy a short existence with ties to specific
people, times, and places. Fortunately, Neall rescued "Gabe's buttons" from oblivion.

